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Like many reformers, he was inspired by common sense. He
considered that nations should pursue national wealth, without
too much regard to such things as glory and territory. He
advocated pacifism, not on any abstract a priori ground, but
on the ground that wars and preparations for wars are wasteful
considered as investments. His explicit argument for inter-
nationalism was that nationalism diminished the wealth of man-
kind. At the same time, behind his economic facade, he had a
kind heart and a good deal of humanitarian sentiment. He
sufered, it is true, from a blind spot as regards the bad
conditions of industrial workers; but the policy of free trade
undoubtedly improved their real wages enormously, as Cobden
always contended that it would. He was no believer in Malthus
or in the 'iron law of wages*; throughout the Anti-Corn-Law
agitation he maintained that free trade in food would improve
the position of both employer and employed in industry, and
experience showed that he was right. His economics were sen-
sible and practical, not theoretical and rigid, like the economics
of James Mill or McCuHoch; he selected from the econo-
mists the arguments that favoured free trade, and ignored the
rest*
It was the custom in Cobden's day, and it is even more the
custom in our own, to decry him as a man of base soul, who
thought untiring so important to a nation as material wealth.
When Cobden and Bright opposed the Crimean War (about
which the nation went quite as mad as it did about the Great
War), everybody declared that this showed them to be men who
could not rise above considerations of pounds, shillings, and
pence. Tennyson, in Mowii, gave expression to this point of view
in lines that deserve to be continually quoted as a warning to
'idealists.* Here is his description of Bright addressing a peace
meeting:
Last week came one to the county town,
To preach our poor little army down,
And play the game of the despot kings,
Tho' the state has done it and thrice as well :
This broad-brimmed hawker of holy things,
Whose ear is stuffed with his cotton, and rings
Even in his dreams to the chink of his pence,
This huckster put down war!

